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To the black, trans, queerdos
who yearn to see themselves in the world.

The Sweetness of Red

The thing about picking raspberries was that you had to be
careful about the weight of your hands, had to be gentle
about how you touched ‘em. You had to watch for the
wasps too. The same thing could be said about fallin’ in
love, and I mean here I was saying it. You had to be careful.
But the payoff? Oh that payoff she was sweet. Sweet and
red. Red in every goddamn shade.
Now I was simple and okay with it. I liked to use my
hands before my brain and that served me alright most times.
This meant my mouth had free reign and I did not shut
up. I tell ya my mama was right when she threatened to
sew in a zipper. Would have come in handy on some days.
Got me into all kinds of trouble, the kind that gets you
kicked out of Sunday school. But some kinds of trouble
could be good.
So this is a story about a girl, and raspberries, and first
kisses, and summer heat and gosh I guess it’s just a story
about love and it’s my story so that’s why I’m telling ya.
Thanks for listening, I really appreciate it.
I invited her over on our last day together at summer
school. Her was Rowan. She sat beside me in the maths
class we were taking and I had looked forward to it every
Wednesday and Friday. I wouldn’t have if she wasn’t there
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I tell ya. I was bad at a lot of things but math really got
me by the ankles. Rowan was taking math because Rowan
was new, she had always been here, but as Rowan she was
new. I liked her in her newness, because she liked herself
in it and you could tell.
So I invited her over and I knew that was something folks
like me just weren’t supposed to do. The last person I invited
over didn’t really come back, but Rowan was different, I could
tell. You were supposed to be ashamed of your poor luck
run down house; but I wasn’t. We had a garden and I reckon
if you have a garden you have everything you need to be
happy in the world. My garden was special cos my mama
let me plant raspberries in it when I was seven and I looked
forward to ‘em every year. Nothing tasted better I tell ya,
they were my favourite part of that garden if I was going to
pick one. I loved how the soil looked under my fingernails
too cos it meant I’d touched god y’know? To me, god was
watching a thing you nurtured grow. At least that’s what
my mama said about me and I started to say it about my
garden. My raspberries, strawberries, snap peas, petunias,
tomatoes. I was their parent and I was mighty proud of
them and all their growing.
Wait though cos I’m getting ahead of myself here and
you need to know how pretty of a picture she was. Rowan,
not my garden tho she was pretty too. She was all kinds of
sharp like a good tool, cheekbones and a chin I wanted to
cut my dirty fingers on. Eyes like big brown almonds and
a small mouth that might be good for kissin’.
Oh I hoped it was, I had never done any kissing but I really
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thought I’d like to start. She was taller than me by a lot,like
a tree that was sidewalk sized, y’know the kind right? Most
times we were sittin’ but I didn’t mind having to look up
at her when we were standing, which was usually when
we were saying goodbye. I minded the goodbyes cos I was
worried that when all this math was learned we wouldn’t
have anymore hellos. So I asked her over.
Now I felt very brave asking her over and even braver
when she said yes. Even though my heart was rattlin’ around
in that ribcage of mine like a wild animal. I scrawled down
my address and my home phone number. And she took it,
wide long hands holding that paper so carefully. She smiled
and it was the sun I tell ya. It was like when you wake up
early and you get to see the sunrise kind of sun. Sorry if
I’m getting too repetitive but a lot of things are like a lot
of things and I think it’s good to see things in other things
and you should try it if you don’t.
She would come on Sunday and I imagined it, the perfect
Sunday. We would pick raspberries and eat them, have
lemonade maybe if she would like, and the only thing I had
to worry about was rain. Now I could have worried about
other things of course but I just was not the worrying kind.
Sure I got nervous easy, but I knew it would pass. Everything
did. The seasons demanded that y’know?
That Saturday was the longest I ever lived. I did all my
chores, almost did ‘em twice to be sure I had done them
right, and still hadn’t conquered half the day. Mama said I was
being too fidgety and told me to get out of the house while
she was cooking cos I was just distracting her. So I went
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and sat in the garden. Plucked a berry right in my mouth
and let it melt.
I gave my house a good look, a real good one. If I let
myself, I could see all the things that made it undesirable
to folks. It was just one storey so the only stairs you had to
climb were to the door or if you were so unlucky you had
to go to the basement. The white vinyl was chipping and
was more grey now, smudged with coating after coating
of aged dirt. The shutters kinda hung at an angle and our
roof was gap toothed like me with it’s missing tiles. Fixing
wasn’t something I was good at. That was dad’s job and he
was too busy working in some rich person’s field to be home
to do it. So we left it and it continued to get worse every
year. I don’t blame dad for not fixing it, he was working
and when he was back he was resting. Mama was too busy
at her job to do much else except get home, nap, and cook
us a delicious dinner. We were a family of hard workers and
we always ate well. I was proud of that. So what if my house
wasn’t great, lookwise? It was home.
I hoped Rowan liked it too and I hoped she liked me
enough to let me kiss her or even just a little hand to hand
contact would be okay. I inhaled long and deep, put a lot
of thoughts into it, the bad and nervous ones, and exhaled
all of it right on out. Felt a lot better after I tell ya, it’s easy
to forget to breathe proper. Then I took a cat nap right in
the grass alongside my garden, the summer heat nice and
toasty. Mama woke me up and it must’ve been later cus the
sun was sinking and you could hear the crickets singing.
I ate a mighty good dinner of fried eggplants, squash,
salmon and those lil’ potatoes, watched some bad teevee with
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mama and then went right to bed. Nights here were mighty
hot and that rattlin’ of the floor fan didn’t do much to settle
it down. There was some tossin’ and turning but I managed
to catch on to sleep somehow and ride it off to Sunday.
I was still fidgety in the morning but I tried not to be.
Showered and scrubbed until my skin was stinging, ate my
breakfast a little too fast, traded out my red shirt for a black
one. Two ratty sports bras were enough to flatten me out
proper and you couldn’t see the lines of it as much if I wore
my black shirt. Gosh I was nervous, but it would pass.
When she knocked on the door I almost lost my skeleton.
Mama was at church so it was just going to be me and Rowan
til the sky changed her colours. I opened that door and
gave her the biggest smile my face could muster. She smiled
back (the sun!) and handed me a dandelion she must have
picked up along the way. I tucked it behind my ear and it
tickled but I was mighty glad for the gift. She could’ve been
a garden for all I knew in her long sundress that showed off
the angle of her warm freckled shoulders. It was covered in a
rainbow of flowers, they looked like morning glories. She
smelled of sharp oranges and the scent hit me as soon
as I opened the door, made me feel all kinds of dizzy.
I moved to let her in and gosh I had never felt small in my
own house before. She slipped off her sandals by the door.
My mouth went to work right quick, sayin’, “Gosh I’m
really glad you made it. Can I get you anything to drink?
We have some homemade lemonade and it’s real good, my
mama made it special just for us. Or water! Or nothing,
if you aren’t thirsty.”
She touched my shoulder real gentle like, and boy I felt
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that run right through me. She turned in the space and
looked around my small house. There wasn’t much to see
when you first got in, just the living room and kitchen. I guess
there wasn’t much to see in general.
“Your home is really lovely, thanks for inviting me. I’d
love to try some lemonade. Are your parents home?”
“Nah, she’s gone to church. I fidget too much and ask
too many questions so I don’t gotta go anymore.” I grinned,
kind of proud of how I escaped Sunday service, like it was
a hard won freedom.
Rowan must’ve been worried about meeting family cos
she loosened a little. “You aren’t worried about being saved?”
I went to work in the kitchen pouring us glasses of
lemonade, popping in ice cubes and adding my special
touch: the raspberries. I dropped them in, watching them
sink and bounce up like little ducks.
“The only one who is gunna save me from anything is
myself, ain’t it? Also, no, not really. I try not to worry about
those things.”
Rowan laughed, accepting the drink with those hands
of hers, she had painted her nails bubblegum pink since I’d
last seen her. “I like how you think. I’m glad.” She sipped.
I watched her mouth and thought about kissing and
looked away, gulping down my own drink as a distraction.
The acid hit the back of my throat and I was grateful.
“Wow this is really good, best lemonade I’ve ever had
honestly.”
That made me smile, mighty proud. “I’m so glad. I was
worried you wouldn’t like it, I love it. It’s perfect for summer,
right?”
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She nodded, eyes wide and happy. “So you going to give
me a little tour of this place?”
“Oh well, there ain’t really much to see.”
“You got a bedroom don’t ya?”
I nodded, taking a gulp of lemonade. I wanted to show
Rowan my garden, not my bedroom. My bedroom was bland
and simple. If I was being mean to myself, which wasn’t
something I tried to allow often, you could say it was just like
me. It was just a bed and dresser, a small desk. It was there for
sleeping and that was it. If anything, Rowan would see it and
see all of my poorness. Remember when I said the last person
who came over didn’t come back? Well they were so bored
by my lack of something. I had no cool toys or PlayStation,
just myself, and well, that wasn’t enough I guess. I wanted
Rowan to be different, and I thought she was, but you know
how doubt works right? It’s an insidious little bugger, just
like aphids and ladybirds.
She must’ve seen me retreating into my head cos she
held her cold empty glass against my arm, jolting me
right on back. I had a pretty girl in my home, whatever
happened, I was going to make the best of it.
“Well, this is the kitchen, which is also the living room
thanks to this little divider here.”
I pointed out my embarrassing baby photo over our
teevee. My past self was always around and haunting the
house from her cheap wooden frame. She was a friendly
ghost so it was alright, I had to see it that way or I’d go all
kinds of crazy. Most people thought I had a sister with all
that pink on me. Calling her a ghost was my own private
little joke, Mama wouldn’t have appreciated it none.
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“That’s me as an infant.”
“Almost as cute as you now, huh?”
That had me blushing and it was hard to reply to a thing
like that. I didn’t think I was cute.
We moved into the hallway which was just a game of
doors.
I pointed as we moved down, “My parents room, the
bathroom, the basement, which we ain’t going to cos last
time I went down there I got bit by somethin’, and this is me.”
For a moment, and it was just a moment so you can’t
blame me, I imagined I could open my door and my bedroom
would be replaced with something interesting. A personality
or some expensive electronics I knew nothin’ about. But
when I opened that door there it was plain as day. I sat
awkwardly on my bed and glanced out my window, saw the
tops of my raspberry bushes and felt a little comfort. I really
had watched them grow from all angles. I looked up at
Rowan in that moment and her face was unreadable. There
wasn’t really anything to be impressed about so I wasn’t
surprised about that missing.
“I think my whole personality is out in the garden. My
room is just for sleeping really.”
Rowan nodded, sharp, and sat beside me, keeping her
hands on her lap. She was a silent that made my heart thump
in my ear, but then she said,
“I think you gotta just bring the garden into your room.”
“They wouldn’t survive too well I don’t think, need the
sun and the good air.”
She made a thinking sound and I watched as she angled
14
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her head, looking for something. I focused on her neck
and swallowed.
“Ah— I have an idea, one second.”
Her eyes had landed on the beat up copy of the textbook
we had used in math and eyed at it like it was actually
useful. She leaned over, grabbed it and opened it up, she
was all quick gestures that I just let happen. She snagged
the dandelion from my ear, and I had forgotten it was there
until now, almost missed it. She set it on the center of the
page. Page 64 I’ll never forget it, and she slapped the book
shut and set it back down.
“Once that’s all pressed we’ll get you a frame. You need
some art and life in here, it’s depressing.”
She made me feel all kinds of sheepish, was it weird
that this was one of the kindest gestures I’d ever lived
through? I almost wanted to cry with it, but I wasn’t going
to do that in front of someone so pretty, I just couldn’t.
So I just said thank you.
And she said, “Now show me your garden.”
That lit me up just like a firecracker, god that was all
I wanted really, to share my garden with her. I was going
to offer, but her asking, no demanding, made my heart do
a little two-step.
“Alright! Let me just get some things, we’re going to pick
some berries.”
I offered her my hand when I got off my bed and gosh she
took it. Fit perfect in mine, I mean it. We were smiling like
fools and I was all kinds of happy about this I tell ya. I didn’t
feel nervous anymore, and I was grateful. It was nice and
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easy, sometimes people weren’t, but Rowan was and I liked
it a lot. Being bad at math had a perk after all. I don’t think
my mama would see it that way, but I sure did.
“Do you want another lemonade? You’ll have to drink it
in here, best not to give the wasps a thing to want.”
“I’d love that.”
When we went back out Rowan settled on the arm of the
love seat my mama always fell asleep in. It was interesting
to see someone other than my mama in it, but in a good
way. She looked like she belonged in this space, but maybe
that was me hoping.
She asked me, “Are there a lot of wasps?”
“Hmm, there’s enough of em’ to be a problem sometimes.
You anaphalictic?” I handed her another lemonade, proud
she wanted seconds. Seconds were always a good sign in
my family.
I had to go digging through our tupperware drawer to
find suitable containers, putting Rowan out of my line of
sight as I fumbled through all the plastic we didn’t think
to recycle. Well, I guess we were recycling in our own way.
One man’s yogurt container was another’s yogurt container
for something else.
“You mean anaphylactic right? Not that I know of, hoping
to not find out anytime soon.”
I rose triumphant, holding the perfect containers, long
and shallow, had to be if you didn’t want your berries all
squish squashed.
“Well if a wasp is near ya just go still. I don’t think there’s
a nest around this year but it’s happened before. Are ya
scared of em?”
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Rowan kinda smirked at that and I felt it like a chill, like
a challenge had been issued to her. I imagined her fightin’
an army of wasps bare handed and winning just fine.
“I ain’t scared of much.” I believed her.
“Well that’s good cos I don’t know what I’d do if you
started to holler and run around.”
Rowan laughed, tilted her head back with it. “Don’t
worry.”
She finished her drink, watching me over the rim the
entire time. I watched back, tried to be cool with it, leaning
back and all against the counter. When she was done I held
out a container and she took it, touched my hand on purpose too. I must’ve blushed, I’m sure I was doing a lot of
blushing. I pushed the door open for her and watched her
stream out in front of me, the skirt of her dress swirling
around her bare ankles. Her toenails matched her fingernails.
I followed after her, door bangin’ closed which my mama
would’ve yelled at me for if she was around. I figured if
Rowan could be bold, I could too, and I grasped her perfect
hand in mine again. I’m telling ya, perfect fit.
“This way, it’s a real treat.”
I led her around the side of the house and there it was, the
length of it. My pride and joy and all my work in one space.
My raspberry bushes were at the very end, they grew like
wild and I was happy there was so much of ‘em but I had to
support my other plant kids too. Rowan whistled and I felt
so happy I bristled with it, like a joyful shock.
“Wow, this. Well, it’s beautiful. You grow all this all by
yourself?”
“Well my mama used to help me, we started it together.
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Now she’s so busy and tired so it’s mainly mine. She still
helps though, with the watering and weeding if she feels
like it.”
She disconnected her hand from mine but it was okay,
I was just grateful I had got to touch her at all. She sat
down right in the grass, leaning forward and tilting leaves
up with her fingers real gentle. Oh, to be a leaf I tell ya. She
was smiling so much and asking me what was what. I felt
mighty proud in that moment, this must be what parents
feel like when their kids do something special, it had to be.
I also felt smart cos I knew the answers to the questions I was
being asked and that didn’t happen often. I showed her
everything, making our way down the long row, vegetables
and flowers. I picked a pink petunia and leaned to slip it
behind her ear so we could match. Think I made her blush
a little which I counted as another win. And then we were
there, my prized possession really, my once was one now
seven raspberry bushes that grew a little past our house.
Resilient as ever and all mine.
“There she is.” I was grinning wide, my hands outstretched
in a loving gesture.
Rowan stood, brushed off her dress and bent forward to
get a closer look. “Should I be jealous of a fruit?”
That made me smile kinda sheepish, I think we both knew
there was a fondness between us and I was glad that it maybe
wasn’t one sided. “Nah don’t you worry. My raspberries
are mighty pretty but they aren’t as pretty as you, Rowan.”
She paused, ducked her head against her shoulder. “You
think I’m pretty?”
I almost hurt my neck with how fierce I nodded.
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“Yes! You’re something awful. Awful pretty, I mean. You
didn’t know? Gosh you have to. You’re the prettiest person
I’ve ever laid eyes on.” I was gesturing my hands something
wild but I had a point to make, if Rowan didn’t think she
was pretty well god I was going to make sure she knew it
everyday if I could. It seemed like an unacceptable wrong
for her to not know that.
She looked at me, really looked at me with some kind of
scrutiny like I was something she could solve, then there was
a shift and she winked. “What a kind thing to hear from
such a handsome person.”
My gut went liquid, I’d never been called handsome
before and I had to admit I liked the sound of it.
“How should we pick them? Is there a special way? Will
you show me?” She held out her hand towards the bush
and waited.
This was my favourite part and I was happy to.
“You gotta be gentle cos they bruise easy and it’s real
hot today. But put your two fingers like this, yeah, just so,
behind it and pull with your thumb. If it’s ready it won’t
resist ya, yea that’s perfect. There.”
I had taken her hand and I guided it, bent her fingers
gentle and showed her how to pluck. From there she was a
natural, but she popped a berry into her mouth every pick
or so and made the happiest sound after each treat.
“Wow they taste amazing, these are the best raspberries
I’ve ever had. Oh, sorry I should be picking, not eating.”
I grinned wide, proud oh so proud I tell ya.
“Nah don’t worry you were gunna eat ‘em either way.
Now or later, right?“
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My container was much more full than Rowan’s,
but I didn’t mind, what was there to mind?
“Here, make me feel better about my gluttony.” She held
up a berry to my lips, I could feel it, and her finger, my
brain and heart, everything burning hotter under that beast
of a sun. The air felt heavy now. I took the berry into my
mouth, felt her finger, ever so slightly, against my tongue
and swallowed so hard I almost choked. Rowan looked at
me and laughed. And I just stared, frozen and drowning,
love drunk. I had to ask, right? No point beating around
the raspberry bushes.
“CanIkissyou?”
It rushed out of me so fast I don’t know if she understood,
I felt like I was talking in words that weren’t invented yet.
She must have cos she leaned in real close and put both
her hands to frame my face and kissed me stupid. A peck
at first, and then proper. My first kiss and I could taste the
tart sweet berry on her tongue as she pushed against mine
and god I had never done any kissing but I had wanted to and
now that I was kissing Rowan in my garden I think I liked
it and I think I didn’t want to ever stop. We had to though
cos breathing was important, which I learned soon enough
as I started gasping.
“Wow, oh wow, th—thank you. That. Wow.”
“You ever been kissed before?”
I shook my head back and forth, my eyes wide as moons,
probably. Rowan was pressing her pink nails to her equally
pink mouth. I was scared I had done a bad job.
“No, never.”
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“You kiss hungry.”
“You feel better about your gluttony then?”
That got a bright laugh out of her and she leaned in to
kiss me again, soft. Gosh there wasn’t a measure or equation
to let you know how happy I was in this moment. Everything seemed brighter, like the sun was making everything
glow. Like the sun was inside of everything and everyone
and Rowan. I looked at our containers, full and half full
of our rewards.
She took a raspberry and pressed it to my mouth again,
feeding herself one after.
“I love your garden, I understand why you talk about it
so much. It’s amazing, what your hands have done,”
And she took my hands right in hers and they were
warm and a little red at the fingertips, stained with all she
had eaten. Gosh my heart couldn’t take it but she didn’t
stop she said, “You’ve grown so many little lives in such a
small plot of land. It’s so impressive, you’re so impressive,
really. I wish I could grow things.”
My face was burning hot and I knew it wasn’t the sun.
A compliment to that garden was a compliment to me, and
when there was both happening at once, well, that was a
lot to feel.
“Everyone is capable of growing things.”
“Oh, I dunno,” she paused. I could tell she was considering
something but I wasn’t sure what. “Hey, why do you like
me so much? It’s … You know that I’m …”
She made a hand gesture that I reckoned was supposed
to explain something I didn’t much care for. So I grabbed
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a raspberry and held it up to her lips, the ones that were
good for kissing and said the only thing I could think of to
say in a moment like that.
“I like you because you remind me of my garden,
and I love that garden with my everything.”
And that was the truth. I could have gone on and on about
so many things that made me like her. I mean, you’ve heard
me this entire time, right? She was pretty and sharp, and
smart, and funny and brave and confident, but at the end
of it all, she reminded me of the place that kept me happy.
The place that gave me this moment, right now.
I felt mighty brave saying what I think, just like when I had
asked her over.
And she took that raspberry in her mouth and I followed
right after, kissing her and tasting the red of it and the
wasps sang around us cos they knew we were sweet with it
too. I felt it by my ear, the humming buzz. But we were oh
so still, and oh so careful, and we weren’t afraid. So they
danced around like some kind of halo, settled on a leaf and
paid us no mind. Neither of us flinched, and I think that
made it some kind of holy. So we kissed and fed each other
raspberries, our mouths every shade of red, covered in each
other’s sweetness and laughed and fell in love in front of my
garden. Just like that.
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A Name for Nobody

I grew up around faeries, everyone here did really. This was
a common thing when your whole backyard was a forest.
We didn’t own the forest out back because you couldn’t own
a forest, not for real anyways.
Like I know there were big money people who bought
forests and cut ‘em down, but they never really owned it
you know? We were lucky our small town wasn’t the kind
of place for that. No, we were woods first and town second
and I liked that we lived this way. To me it was a privilege
to have nature out my back door, but it was also all I knew.
How the kids that ran off to the city and found happiness
without it, I couldn’t tell ya. They must have somehow.
Once they left no one really came back, not even to visit.
But I’m sorry, back to the faeries, that’s the interesting
part. The forest was theirs. It had been since the first tree
sprouted, long before me or you, our parents or great
grandparents, or even greater than them really. You had to
respect that. I mean, I grew up respecting that and we all
knew the rules. We learned them through bedtime stories
and if your parents weren’t the storytelling type you learned
them from your friends or neighbours. Maybe a teacher or
your dentist.
The rules were pretty simple. Don’t step into no circles
on the forest floor, if someone out there offers you food
25
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you best not take it no matter how hungry you are, don’t
say thank you to nobody or nothing and never, ever, tell
them your name.
The stories would change but the rules were always the
same. We all knew about little Halle Favner who left nothing
but her red suede shoes beside a circle of daisies or Niel
Goren who went into the woods at ten and came out fifty
the next day. Those ones were my favourite, the scary ones.
Every family had a story. Even if your family was adamant
there was no such thing as faeries, they still had a story.
It didn’t matter if you didn’t believe them, because the faeries
sure believed in you.
Before I tell you my story I should warn you; I just
about broke all those rules. If that makes you uncomfortable I understand and you don’t gotta listen to me.
So it’s all about the name. Most sorts are born with one.
Sometimes it sticks but it sure didn’t for me, so when I was
fifteen I changed it. This town was small enough that
everyone knew everyone. They sure knew me before and
didn’t much care to know the me after.
It was hard.
I was desperate.
Y’see the whole point of this is that names have power
whether you like it or not. You come out into the world
crying and screaming and then they brand you something.
Like I said before, sometimes it sticks. Sometimes, you aren’t
that name at all, and you can change it like me at fifteen but
it’s going to follow you like your shadow. Sometimes you’ll
hear it, like in passing about someone else or on the teevee.
26
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Sometimes folks will use it against you. Names have power
after all and I wanted my chosen name, the one I decided
just for me, to be the one that had it.
And to do that I had to get rid of the first one.
And what better way to convince a whole town of folks
to know you … than to make a deal with a faerie.
Alright I see it, you ain’t too happy about it and I understand but like I said I was desperate. But I’m here talking
to you ain’t I? It all worked out okay so don’t you gotta
worry about it.
Now, I had to plan. I knew the forest behind my house
pretty well but when it came to faeries that didn’t mean
much. Trees moved and well, that was their right because
it was their land and I respected that. Just meant finding
what I needed would be a bit harder, but I still had to try.
Now, I’m not recommending you do anything I did. In
fact, I would recommend you don’t. I think I had some
special circumstances workin’ in my favor. Takes a certain
kind of thick headedness to think you can make a deal with
fae folk. But I mean, well, I think you get the gist of it now.
Desperate.
Now the only rule I didn’t break was the eating one.
I always made sure I packed snacks on every trek because
I knew better than to go walking in the woods without
food and water.
Weekends were the only time I could go because by the
time school was over there wasn’t near enough daylight.
The faeries were one thing, the carnivores tho, that was
another. Best not to stumble upon something that would
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eat ya when you can’t see where you’re going, right? I’d seen
a bear or two in our driveway before and a kid I had sat
beside in daycare got ate by a coyote a couple years back.
You just had to be careful.
So the first day I tried was a Saturday in May. I woke up
real early, packed a lunch and headed out to the woods. I’d
never needed anything from the woods before, but I had
grown up in ‘em. There must have been a bond in that
y’know? Growing together and all. I know I told you the
trees moved and they did, but some stayed in their own place.
Like my favourite tree which was a real crooked birch just
595 paces from my back door. I counted once and it became
a habit that stuck. Always 595, even when I thought I took
a couple extra steps. It was just dependable like that. Past
that tree was where things could get a little wishy washy.
I never got scared because it was never malicious, just a
little mischief. If you needed to get home the forest would
let you. Well as long as ya were responsible about how you
spent your time in there.
You had to keep your eyes and ears open at all times and
you had to watch where you put your feet, cos the last thing
you wanted was to look down at your foot in a fae circle or
find out you’d gone and stepped on a stray sod. This wasn’t
a fast process but it was one I trusted in. So I watched
where I walked and went deeper into the woods. Saw frogs
hop about and a red cardinal that followed me from tree to
tree, heard crickets and the tattletale scream of a red squirrel
warning everyone and everything of my damn presence.
But I couldn’t find what I was looking for.
I needed a faerie circle.
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Years back I had found a circle of red clover by the shallow
creek. Scared me to be honest. When you’re ten you can
feel a little bit invincible and I almost pushed my luck and
hopped right inside. But before I could, a big black crow
swooped down at me and cawed right in my ear. I was real
grateful for that bird attack. Like, they were telling me to
stay out of trouble and go away. And I did! Ran all the way
home like a headless chicken, fell and scraped my knee too,
but at least I wasn’t trapped in no faerie circle.
Now I hoped it would still be there, but the forest was
a living moving thing. You could really feel it with that
afternoon heat. The air swelled and stuck to me like a
second skin. Made my shirt all sticky, and I could feel a pool
of wet trapped against my binder. The shade of the trees
wasn’t enough of a reprieve no matter how much I stuck
to their shadows. I was probably at the midway point now
cos I could hear the stream even though it was just a faint
hum. I was uncomfortable but really when wasn’t I? I’d
suffer through the sweat if it meant at the end of this people
would see me as Me.
There was a good sized rock that jutted from a small moss
covered incline and I figured if I was going to take a break
this was a good place to sit. I hoisted myself up and that was
the first time I saw ‘em. They watched me and I watched
them right back, and I knew that even though they looked
like a hare, that wasn’t what they truly were. Hares didn’t
look like that. Their fur was so white they looked like
an absence of space. I waved at them, a small gesture,
and then they were gone. They didn’t hop away, no, they
just vanished.
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They knew I was up to something and they were
watching me.
I ate my sandwich with my eyes peeled for the hare
to reappear, but it was just me and the sound of distant
birds. I left my crust as a gift because I wanted a favour
from whoever would give it, and while I couldn’t eat fae
food I knew they weren’t beholden to the same rules.
The closer I got to the creek the louder the sound of
running water. Five years and rain had turned it into a
river. I stood at the edge and saw the minnows dart back
and forth under the dappled sunlight that streamed through
the treetops. When I was ten I could jump right across. This
time would require wading.
I saw movement dart on the other side and a fox was
perched and watching. I couldn’t be sure, but I think that
they were the hare in a new kind of shape. The same white
fur rendered them a cutout against the green and browns
of the surrounding earth. This was no place for an arctic
fox so I knew it was something … other. I wasn’t going to
get anywhere with a staring contest though so I sat down
and pulled off my shoes and socks; was about to put ‘em
in my backpack but when I reached over they were gone.
That was how I knew the games had begun. “Hey! You
give those back!”
I looked over towards the fox, narrowed my eyes to try
and be intimidating too. They were laying down now and
looked very unimpressed.
There was a laugh, unnaturally high pitched and mocking.
Out of thin air my shoes reappeared, hovered right in
front of me, and then plopped straight down into the
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water. I scrambled off the grass and straight into the river,
warm water splashing up against my calves. I was lucky the
water wasn’t moving too quickly or I’d have to walk around
barefoot. I plucked them out before they could float off
down the stream. Had to tip and shake them to get all that
water out. Looked like they had decided to keep my socks.
Well I guess they could keep ‘em but I tell you I was mad.
Wanted to yell at something, specifically the fox, but once
again they had disappeared.
My whole mood had soured.
I decided to head home, water squishing between my toes
with every step. This would be no good if I was hotheaded
and angry. When I looked towards the rock where I had sat
and ate before, the crusts were gone.
I sighed, disappointed by the lack of progress, gave a
gentle tap to my favourite crooked birch, and walked the
595 steps back to my house.
It didn’t get any easier, but I wasn’t going to give up. It
took a couple of trips before I got close to anything you
would call progress.
Trip number two: The hare that was a fox was now a
squirrel. They chittered after me as they threw ripe acorns
at my head. When I tried to get to the creek that was now a
river I was blocked by a tangle of thorns that bloomed vivid
yellow roses in warning. I left with a headache.
Trip number three: The rose bushes were gone and I finally
crossed the creek that was now a river. A milk white catfish
darted around my ankles as I splashed across. There was
a faint brush of its fins that tickled and made me all
unsteady. I almost slipped and fell. When I got to the other
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side something felt off, but I only realized it when I saw my
favourite crooked birch. I was just back where I had started.
Trip number five: A little girl stopped me at the mouth
of the forest. I could tell she was wrong by her clothes.
Looked like she had run off from a renaissance fair or
something olde like that. She held out her tiny hand and
offered me the greenest apple I had ever seen. I almost
reached out but jerked back when I realized what was
happening. I told you I didn’t break the food rule and I wasn’t
lying. My flinch was enough to make her real angry and
she howled all wolf-like, ageing and shrinking until there
was nothing left but a black rotten apple at my feet. I didn’t
chance it that day, turned around and went straight back
home. I tell ya that threw me off apples too cos I haven’t
ate one since.
The eighth trip, well, that was when I got into trouble.
I don’t remember it great towards the end, but I’ll try to
tell ya what I can. I crossed over the creek that was now a
river, walked a bit past thick blackberry bushes and weird
looking mossy rocks until I came to a clearing. Just like I was
ten again I saw the faerie circle. Tiny buds of pink clover
blossomed in a circle in front of a tall old maple tree. It
was wide enough that I could sit and curl up in the centre.
The thought was nice but I knew that it wasn’t no thought
of mine. It had taken me so long to find this faerie ring
again, and here it was. I was very cautious about stepping
any closer, and I took my time until there was just inches
between me and the floral perimeter.
A bird screamed and I looked up to see a large white crow,
so similar to the one that had rescued me from my childhood
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folly. They watched me closely from the low branch of the
maple. They didn’t swoop at me, just glared with golden
eyes. Being under their ire gave me a chill down my bones
so I tugged my jacket a little closer.
I wasn’t going in the circle, I was going around.
Now this bit is kind of embarrassing but it was what you
had to do and nobody I knew was watching. To gain an
audience with the fae folk you had to run around the circle
nine times. Never ten, cos that would get you dead. I would
have had better luck if there was a full moon but it wasn’t
safe to be out here at night. I had to hope this would get me
what I needed. So I took a deep breath, stuck my tongue
out at the white crow for brevity, and began to skip around
the floral circle. I called out every number in my head, my
limbs loosening with every lap.
ONE!
TWO!
THREE!
FOUR!
I could see a glow, like fireflies, twirling in the center. Little
bursts of warm light that floated up from the grass. I didn’t
falter, joy in each of my steps. I made sure I always landed
on the right side of the grass.
FIVE!
SIX!
The weight of the air was changing, so gradually I only
started to feel it now. I could hear a buzzing sound too
and I began to feel lighter despite the feeling of my breath
coming in quick bursts.
SEVEN!
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A flute’s sweet melody, peels of laughter began to rise up
around me from the ground.
EIGHT!
In the glow I began to see the silhouettes of figures dancing
round and round.
NINE!
My feet could have moved but I forced them still, the
crow cawed a warning and I teetered before falling to my
knees. I could see and hear everything now and it was a
sight I tell ya. The circle was an enclosed party of fiddle and
harp, all sorts of tiny little instruments filled the space with
noise. Whatever you thought the fae looked like you could
see here. They were malleable, human and then horrible,
rows of teeth and pointed ears. Tall, short, waif-like and
plump. Wings of all sorts, butterflies, birds, bats. Tails, even!
They changed as they moved, dancing round and round the
circle. Laughing so much you almost thought you were the
joke. Some rocked back and forth as they drank down tiny
cups of purple liquid or stuffed themselves full of fantastical
pastries and tiny cuts of meat. It was amazing. I could have
sat and watched until I wilted to nothing, but that wasn’t
what I was here for.
I was here for a name.
No, not any of mine, not yet.
I needed a name that belonged to a faerie, so I could bind
them. So I could get them to help me.
For that I needed to watch and listen.
I stayed bowed as if in prayer and watched as they
celebrated. The passing of time could have been minutes or
hours, but I didn’t move, just listened. When they spoke or
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cheered I couldn’t understand, the language was so unfamiliar
to my ears. I would be ignorant to think the fae would speak
the english language to each other.
The waving claw of a small faerie across from me finally
caught my attention. They looked like a moving statue,
life infused granite with thin holographic dragonfly wings.
For a moment I thought they were addressing me, but they
weren’t. Their voice burned my ears but I could hear their
shout, “Rioghbhardan! Rioghbhardan!”
It was a name. A name I could use.
The faerie in question floated towards them, a malicious
looking sort that I thought I might regret calling on. I had
no choice though, I truly had to take what I could get.
They had the wings of a sparrow, brown tufts of curled hair
and red red eyes set into charcoal grey skin.
I sounded it out in my head. Ree-Orgh-Dan. I was sure
that was what I had heard.
“Riohrdan …” It came out as barely a whisper, and
I swallowed and repeated it, louder and more confident.
“Riohrdan.”
Suddenly the sound of music cut to a shrill halt. Every
creature that was dancing froze and turned towards me,
but worst of all was Rioghbhardan and their red red eyes.
Their lips spread into a sharp smile and just like that, the
party was over. Fog began to lift from the circle in thick
purple plumes and I watched the red clovers wilt and droop.
They were dying.
I tried to sit up, scooting backwards away from what I had
conjured. I heard the crow caw somewhere above me but it
didn’t matter. From the wilted circle Rioghbhardan rose, no
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longer a small faerie now but a towering other. Feathered
wings spread as they floated to their full height, much taller
than my sixteen year old self. They wore gilded blue velvets
and were adorned with several gold rings and trinkets. They
looked very powerful and something in me burned with
pleasure at that, because I had summoned them and they
were mine.
At least, I thought they were.
“Human.” They spoke and the leaves trembled with
it, sounded like a hundred voices wrapping around each
other. I heard the crow screech from above and they simply
looked towards it and laughed a cruel laugh.
I knew that I could not hesitate.
“Riohrdan. I require a favor.”
Their eyebrows arched and they stepped from the circle,
their feet were bare and clawed. Sharp. I didn’t bother to
stand because I didn’t think I could manage it. My insides
were trembling just as much as the leaves and my legs felt
like jello.
“What makes you think I want to grant you a favor?”
“I know your name so you are bound to me. You must
grant it.” It was hard to keep my voice steady, but I tell
ya I tried. I couldn’t meet their eyes, I took one look and
my blood just froze at the sight of ‘em.
They grinned wide and all I could see were rows and
rows of sharpened teeth. Now, this is where the trouble
started. I mean it definitely started a little bit before, but
this was where it started to feel a little dire. Very kind of
life and death. Their movements were fast and unnatural
which made a lot of sense for a faerie. One second they were
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towering over me, the next they were crouched, caging me to
the ground with their feathered wings. Claws pricked right
into my skin as they wrapped a hand around my throat.
I was sure this was it for me, that I was going to die right
here and now.
“You’ve missed some consonants, love.”
I gulped, struggling for air. Now I felt like a fool. I retraced
the name I heard and imagined the letters in my mind and
faltered. I didn’t know what I had missed, but I couldn’t
undo what I had said. They continued to speak,
“Now that is an honest mistake but it’s a fool’s mistake
and you are the fool. Tell me your name, I won’t butcher
it,” they paused and laughed. “Can’t say the same for you
though.”
I shook my head. This wasn’t how I needed this to
happen. I felt the grip tighten and I bit my tongue till I tasted
iron. There was an explosion of wings and I saw a flash of
white and then my neck was free from the tight clawed
grip. I gasped, and they lunged backwards, holding their
wrist. I stared at the space where their hand used to be.
It now lay between us, severed and smoking plumes of grey
as it rotted away. When they spoke again it wasn’t to me,
but to the white crow. I watched, dumbfounded as the crow
shifted from bird to bear, thrice the size it had been. They
growled low, bristling as they placed themselves between
me and Rioghbhardan. Their gold eyes pierced angrily into
mine before turning away and letting out a low roar.
“You worthless no named piece o’ shit, you would protect
a human? You would challenge me?” Rioghbhardan’s voice
deepened and twisted into something horrible and I watched
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in disgust as their hand grew back, flesh moving in a weird
wet dance to recreate what was missing.
I was trying to catch my breath after being deprived of air,
and I scrambled to my feet, shaking. As much as I wanted to
stay, to see this shapeshifting protector of mine fight, I knew
it could cost me my life. I turned, stumbled, and ran as fast
as I could from the clearing. I looked back and saw a horrific
glimpse of Rioghbhardan as their jaw unhinged and gnashed
into the throat of the bear with a loud snap. I wanted them
to be okay and I wished I could help them back. My foot
faltered and I stumbled forward. I heard the sound of my
step before it was too late. A squelch and the chime of a bell.
Now the problem was, running and going fast was
what would get you in trouble in a forest. Remember how
adamant I was about slow and steady? Well, you couldn’t
avoid a stray sod if you weren’t looking out for them now
could ya? I was easy prey now and there was no one to
blame except myself.
A thick cloud of dust erupted around me and that’s where
everything got all fuzzy. I must’ve been wandering for a
very long time. I would see the same tree over and over,
no matter how far I traveled. I just couldn’t find my way
home. Sometimes I could hear a distant animal, laughter,
or worse a scream. I remembered Rioghbhardan and the
White Shifter. Fear stuck to my limbs, I was never going
to get out of here. The faeries would eat me in revenge
for my foolishness and I would deserve it. Somewhere
inside of me I knew what I had to do but it was hidden
away, out of my reach. So I stumbled around in circles,
lost and afraid.
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I remember though, I remember hands. They held me
kind of, real gentle and such. I think, no I know, whoever
or whatever it was, they saved me from all that wandering.
When I came to my senses I was at the mouth of the woods,
and the only light I could see was the crescent moon and
the glowing kitchen window of my house. It was night
time, I had been in the woods for hours.
When I turned around I saw a glimpse of white. The
gold eyes of a stag watching me, dark gashes disrupted
the glow of it and I knew, I just knew that whatever that
white shapeshifter was, they had rescued me. Stopped me
from being killed by Rioghbhardan or wandering the forest
until I fell down and died. I blinked and they were gone
and I stared after their absence until I convinced myself to
go home.
“Thank you.” I whispered it, real quiet like. I know you
weren’t supposed to thank nothing from the forest but the
shifter deserved more than my thanks could give.
When I got home and took off my jacket I realized it was
inside out, the only way to break the spell of stepping on
a stray sod. It crashed back into my mind like I had never
forgotten. I stared at the denim and saw the red stained
print of hands. I placed my own over the dried blood and
realized the hands that had bled and touched this jacket
didn’t belong to me.
They were much larger.
It took me a while to work up the courage to go back
to the woods after that. Four weeks to be exact. Now it
was June and the heat was hotter than ever. I found myself
staring from my bedroom towards the woods every night,
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waiting. I knew better than to rely on faeries or a forest to
come to me, I had to be the one that crossed that threshold.
It was my responsibility.
The first night home I had placed iron nails on my
windowsill ledge and hammered them into the carpet by
my doorway. I wasn’t taking any chances. The fae stuck to
the woods here, but the ones that left that perimeter were
trouble. I was worried now that I had truly seen them that
they might come for me. There were stories of iron and faeries
and how it ate away at their power. I didn’t quite understand
how that could stop a thing of magic, but I believed in it
nonetheless.
I didn’t know if Rioghbhardan was dead, but if he wasn’t,
would he come for me? Did he wait for me at the forest’s
mouth? And what of the shifter? An angered faerie was a
problem. I had made a foolish mistake and I was worried
what that meant for the next time I walked into the woods.
Every night since the eighth trip I dreamed of the
faeries. I dreamed of dancing until my feet wore down to
bloody stumps. Or eating a vivid green apple that made me
vomit up my beating heart. I had dreams of Rioghbardan
crawling into my room through my window and ripping
out my throat with all of their sharp teeth. Or I dreamed
of the shifter, their white glow stained dark with blood that
dripped all over my face as they hovered above me. I couldn’t
move, only choke on their blood as their body floated and
rapidly changed, unable to settle on a shape.
Sometimes I would wake from the dreams to hear
tapping against my window, the click of claws or something
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sharp. I could never see anything when I went to look but
that didn’t mean they weren’t there. I didn’t open my window
no matter how hot it got, it wasn’t worth the risk.
I knew if I wanted the dreams to stop and the window
tapping, I would have to go back. I couldn’t leave this
unfinished and I was still desperate to be rid of my name.
My trips to the woods had been a reprieve from the sorrow,
and now that I had stopped it left me with a lot of free
time to wallow in the hopelessness that lived in my chest.
The lack of sleep didn’t help.
So let me tell you about my ninth and final trip. That’s
what you wanna know about anyways, right? I’m surprised
you stuck this out but it’s going to be worth it, I promise.
School was almost over now which was a breath of much
needed fresh air. The less people I had to see in a day the
better I tell ya. There was a reason I waited too, I mean,
alongside the almost death and all the fear in my bones.
The summer solstice was happening, which meant the forest
would be brimming with magic.
I had to take my chance and now would be the best
time to do it.
It was the twentieth of June and it was a Saturday which
was real lucky for me. I woke up early and packed my
backpack. I sliced an apple into quarters, tossed in a small
carton of milk, a small misshapen clay dish I’d made in art
class, a PB&J sandwich and a bottle of water.
I walked the 595 steps to my favourite crooked birch
and put my palm against the bark to say hello. They felt so
warm under my palm, I swore I felt it pulse.
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I was slow in my steps because I knew enough to be
careful and I didn’t want to repeat my past mistakes.
The air hummed around me and it felt like when I had
watched the faeries dance in their circle. Like the forest was
just one large faerie circle and well maybe it was.
There was no sign of Rioghbhardan or my shapeshifter.
I had started to think of them as mine. I know I didn’t have a
right to that kind of thought, but I had it nonetheless. They
had been with me the whole time, hadn’t they? Hare, fox,
squirrel, catfish, snake, owl, crow, bear, stag. I didn’t know
what they were or why, but I liked to think of them as mine.
I paused at the spot we had first seen each other, when
they took the shape of a hare. I looked for them in every
spot we had locked eyes as I made my way deeper into the
woods. Cicadas screamed, birds chirped. I saw nothing and
no one, but the forest felt so full I knew I wasn’t alone. You
never were in the woods, really.
I crossed the creek that was now the river, past the
blackberry bushes that were ready and ripe to be plucked,
the strange mossy rocks and back into the clearing where
I had almost lost my life. It looked the same except now
there was a new faerie circle, closer to where I was standing
and made of bright red capped mushrooms. It was much
smaller, and at its center lay the beheaded corpse of a sparrow.
No blood or rot, just the still body. I couldn’t be sure really,
but I think it was Rioghbhardan.
That wasn’t a faerie circle I wanted to look deeper into.
I walked around it and sat beneath the old maple, drew
my knees right up to my chest. The first circle, the one of
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pink clover, had wilted away leaving no evidence that it
had ever existed.
I took out my clay dish and filled it with milk and set it
in front of me, not too close but not too far. I didn’t stare
but kept my eye on it as I ate my sandwich, removing the
crust as I slowly chewed. When I was done I placed them
beside the bowl of milk and waited.
This would either work or it wouldn’t.
Maybe the shifter had left, or they were dead. Maybe …
I heard a low whistle and looked up to see the white
shape I had been looking for. They were a wolf now, their
white shape interrupted by dark black gashes that seemed
to move of their own accord. They watched me across the
ring where the sparrow lay. Those gold eyes were so careful.
They moved and were a rat. Each step their form erased into
something new until they were a small cat lapping at the
dish of milk. Their gold eyes never left mine as we watched
each other. The black rips in their flesh moved like they
were full of tiny moving tendrils. That wound was my fault.
Something in my gut tightened. It was my responsibility to
heal it, I just knew it.
The milk was gone and they had shifted to something
human but only in shape. They crouched and shoved the
bread into their mouth like they had been starving for a long
time. I didn’t dare speak, I knew it wasn’t my place, so I took
out the apples I had sliced and held one out. They tilted
their head at a 90 degree angle and took it from my hand.
“Did not think you would be back.” Their voice sounded
like two rocks being scraped together, unused and rough.
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“I was scared.” My voice sounded so small in response.
“You should have been from the start, you are a fool.”
“I know, but I’m desperate.” I pushed the remaining
apple slices across the grass to them. “I dreamed of you.”
Their eyes narrowed, fingers plucking the apples from the
ground. “That means nothing.” I didn’t reach out, despite
wanting to. “Does it hurt?”
“I don’t feel it, I am nothing.” The remaining apple was
gone now, devoured.
I shook my head, that wasn’t true, they were every possibility in one little form. “You aren’t nothing, you’re magic,
you’re everything. You can be anything.”
“Humans, so easy and stupid.” They moved backwards
and were the hare I had first seen. The voice filled my
head now. “This isn’t something that can be controlled.
Soon, I will be gone.”
That never seemed like a possibility to me. “Why?”
They moved forward, shuddered back into the crouching
human form. “I have no name.”
A chill ran through me and I couldn’t help myself from
leaning forward. Their face flickered, features changing like
a moving rolodex in a way that refused to settle. Thin lips
grew thicker, almond eyes shifted into wide ovals, I couldn’t
keep up with how they changed, fast flickers in a constant
motion.
I understood, in a way. Like, their body couldn’t hold a
form or decide what or who to be without a name. Because
a name had power.
“What if I gave you a name?” I felt very bold offering,
like I was capable of creating my own form of magic.
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The air rippled and became heavy, I think my offer had
upset them. “You really are a fool, to think it so simple.”
I crawled forward on my knees, the empty dish acting
like the barrier between us. This felt right to me. “Do you
know why I came here? Why I needed a faerie’s favour?”
“Because you are a human and a fool. I know your kind.
Greedy ungrateful tricksters that steal what isn’t theirs
to take.”
I could see that Something had happened to them
to cause this mistrust. They spoke from an experience,
and I admit I was more than curious. But I also understood
it wasn’t my place to ask. If they wanted me to know, they
would tell me.
“You don’t believe that. You would have let me die if you
didn’t think differently. I … please listen to me. I think I can
help you, I think we can help each other.”
“I am listening,” they paused before they replied, something in my offer had caught their interest.
“I came here to dispose of my name. The name I was given.
I have a new name now but no one will say it. I need them to
say it. We’re kind of the same that way, I think. I know I can’t
be real unless I hear the name I chose.”
“I can’t exist until I have a name.” It was quiet and
thoughtful and I could tell we were now on the same page.
Their image shivered. “What makes you think you have the
power to do this? You are simply a human.”
They were right, I didn’t know, but everything was starting
to feel right about this moment. “I don’t, which is why it
might not work. I believe in this forest, the magic here.
In nature and things that grow. I grew up here. I believe
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in you, your magic, your protection. I believe in faeries
and they believe in me.” I exhaled. “Maybe that’s enough.
Maybe it’s not.”
“Maybe.”
I breathed in. I breathed out. I was real scared, I didn’t
know what I was doing, but I trusted in it you know? I closed
my eyes and leaned in close, pressed my forehead to their
chest and felt my skin grow cold. They felt like absence, like
what true emptiness was. It was all kinds of complex y’know?
Like it was a nothing that felt like a something. I got as close
as I could to the wound without touching it, it was rippling
across the centre of where their stomach was. I could hear
it moving around, like a wet rustling. I knew if I touched
it we would both be doomed.
I breathed in.
And I breathed out the name my mom had given me
the first time she held me in her arms. I said it twice, nine
times and I felt it leave me. I said it and it was like it had
been plucked from my entire body. Like it crawled right
out my mouth and out of me forever.
The shifter jolted and pushed me away, scrambling on
the ground. I watched in horror as their body snapped in
every direction. Whatever was happening looked violent.
They flickered through every shape I had ever seen them
take and more. The more they shook and arched the more
the white glow drained from their body. It looked so painful
but I didn’t move, afraid to interrupt what seemed to be some
kind of rebirth. They shook with the force of every change
until they lay completely still, a human shape breathing
low and shallow.
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I thought they would look like me, or how I was supposed
to look to everyone that knew me, but they were wholly
their own image. For that I was kind of grateful. I said the
name I had given them and their eyebrows, dark and bushy
furrowed. It made sense that a new name would take getting
used to. The gold of their eyes had dulled to a hazel, but
they were the same. Eyes are the window to the soul and
all, aren’t they? But when I said it, the name, I knew it no
longer belonged to me. I had said it and I didn’t feel dread.
I felt nothing.
It had worked. I couldn’t help it, I laughed. I had really
gotten rid of my old name.
They sat up and looked at me, and I looked back. The
high sun highlighted every feature of their new form. I didn’t
know how to be shy or modest about looking. They were a
miracle, we both were, I think, and they were all kinds of
beautiful. I watched as they held out their hands and flexed
their fingers, touched their collar bone and pressed their
hand against their bare chest.
I watched their lips move and heard the same dry
voice I had spoken to, only moments before. They thanked
me, which meant we were even, and for the first time in my
new life, I heard the sound of my name. The name I had
chosen, just for me.
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